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Let me remind you that this section of Isaiah chapters 40-55 are addressed to those 
who are in exile and are about to see the 70 years of exile come to an end. In the 
passages we will look at today, the issue of returning to the land continues to be the 
subject in focus, and the sorts of people who will make it back and what will be required 
of them. While these challenges were particular to that generation in exile, these same 
challenges face every generation, and sometimes very acutely. We need to remember 
that the Jews being addressed here had been born in exile and had no personal 
experience of the Promised Land. They had a limited religious experience at best, 
having no temple, king or homeland of their own and so the idea of returning to the land 
of their parents would involve them in a journey and an experience of pilgrimage which 
was entirely new and unknown to them. 
 
We, like them, live our lives forward, but understand them backward. We talk about 
hindsight, but Isaiah is giving them foresight, and can the two be reconciled? You may 
remember the sad statement the people say in 49.14. They think and feel that God has 
forsaken them and forgotten them. This is answered by the question of whether a 
mother can forget her child and by God’s insistence that even if one did, He will not 
forget His people. The people do not understand that God punishing and judging them 
does not mean that He does not love them. Indeed, if they had adhered to the Word, 
they would have understood that the terms of the Covenant they had entered upon with 
God promised corrective dealings with God if the people broke the terms of the 
Covenant. God was, in fact being faithful to His Covenant obligations, but this was 
looked upon by the people as a sign of God casting them off. The exile and removal 
from the land was a massive shock, an ‘end of the world event’ to those who lived 
through it, and it left a scar in the people’s minds. 
 
Chapter 50.  
This chapter begins with God giving more reasons and evidence why the people’s 
understanding of their current situation was incorrect. The people had rejected the word 
of God to such an extent that they were strangers to His ways and promises. They were 
a stiffed necked and rebellious people and hardly knew of any other way than their own 
way, so being asked to trust in an ‘unknown God’ was always going to be difficult for 
them. Add to this, the corruption of the human heart and our extreme dislike to appear 
to be in circumstances that we do not feel we control, so there was a huge gap between 
the people’s comfort zone, and what God was saying they should do. They were to 
return to the land, that was what was on God’s mind and was in His purposes. 
 
However, from this point in Isaiah onward, there is a change emerging in who the 
people of God are. Much has been said already about the original call of Israel to be a 
light to the Gentiles which they failed miserably to do. Something has been said already 
about the mission of God’s Servant, this mysterious person promised by God who 
would restore Israel back to their calling and who would also call Gentiles to join them 
on an equal footing to belong to God’s people. A new colour or flavour is now added. It 



will not be all the Israelites and all the Gentiles who will be gathered and return, but only 
a certain kind of remnant. 
 
I am getting ahead of myself here. God continues to address the fear of the people that 
He has abandoned and cast them off by asking two very pertinent questions in verse 1. 
God asks firstly for the Israelites to produce a bill of divorce. The Law stated that in a 
divorce there had to be a bill of divorce presented. God is asking the people, that if He 
has divorced them, where is the bill of divorce? The fact that there is no bill shows that 
God and Israel are still married even if estranged, and the wife, Israel, has been grossly 
unfaithful. The people of course cannot produce such a bill, so the marriage is still in 
existence, and God is at work to restore the marriage relationship to what it can be and 
should be. I have never been in marriage counselling, but I know some people who 
have been. The counseling that worked was not easy or pleasant and many hard and 
unpleasant issues had to be opened up and wounds cleansed. Healing takes time, and 
there is always the risk of further infection if a wound has not been fully cleansed! 
 
God answers a possible objection regarding the people being sold on to a creditor. God 
has no creditors, so has no need to get rid of a debt by selling His unfaithful people into 
the hands of another. With these series of arguments, God states the actual position of 
the people. They are His, He is more than a mother, and He cannot and will not forget 
them forever. God will not divorce them or sell them to another, those are the facts. God 
has spoken, there is nothing more to be said. 
 
However, even though there is nothing more to be said, that does not guarantee that all 
is now put to rights. It is one thing to have a rope thrown to a drowning man, but it is 
another for the drowning man to grasp onto the rope and to hold it firmly with all his 
might until pulled to safety. It is one thing to be told that all will be well in the journey 
back to Israel, but it is another thing to pack up the rucksack, gather your children 
around you and set off on a journey to a place you have only heard about but never 
seen.   
 
Verses 2-3 indicate a decided lack of enthusiasm amongst the captives when the word 
to return goes out. I suppose everyone wanted someone else to go first to see if it was 
safe, but no one wanted to get back in the water too soon. The issue was the same as it 
had always been. Which was the best approach to life, to trust utterly on the God of 
your Fathers, or to go with the best scientific, economic and religious advice and trends. 
The people had been doing the latter for generations and yet they just did not get it that 
their present state and location was the fruit of their dependence, allegiance and 
worship of anything and everything other than the Lord God of Israel. The issue that 
foiled them time and again and now was the issue of faith. They had pinned their hopes 
on everything but God. They had trusted to their own understanding and interpretation 
of history and the times they lived in and Exile was where it had taken them.  
 
They had forgotten the mighty acts of the Lord God of Israel on their behalf. They had 
forgotten and neglected, by choice, the promise of God to Abraham, Isaac and Jacob, 
to give them a land, and they forgot that this had been fulfilled. They forgot that they had 



become a nation overnight when God delivered them from Egypt by His mighty acts and 
with the shepherd care of Moses. They forgot, they neglected, they rebelled and 
preferred to be stiff necked and continue in their self-destructive way of life despite all 
that God had said, promised and done. They preferred to walk by sight, get guarantees 
for things they had no entitlement to, and when God did not cater to their whims and 
demands, they threw a dizzy fit. Dizzy fit is a new theological term for willful sin.  
 
The New Testament says much about the workings of the mind of rebels and sinners. 
We don’t think, we don’t speak to our souls and examine what has happened and why. 
Because of this, we go on doing the same sorts of things even though they have never 
worked for any length of time or satisfied our desperate sense of need and cosmic 
loneliness. Do you know why there is so much unhappiness in the world? It is because 
we were excluded from Eden, and we have lived with a lonely and empty heart ever 
since. We have looked for something, anything to fill this empty heart, everything but the 
one thing that will satisfy, the presence of God in the soul of man. There never will be a 
utopia. There will always be a dis-utopia unless our hearts are being filled with God.  
 
Verses 4-9 
This is the third Servant song. It does of course resonate with us as a description of 
Christ. The servant of God who suffers in the prosecution of His ministry. The song in 
some way seems low key, but all through it there is this golden thread that despite all 
the suffering, the Sovereign Lord will accomplish His purposes of restoration and 
redemption. The hope and confidence of the Servant is in His God, who will comfort and 
help Him in His calling. The Servant is the perfect believing Israelite, and His example is 
given to the Exiles as the example of discipleship and faith that is required for them to 
return to the land. 
 
This is a great challenge to the Exiles. The People of Judah and Jerusalem have not 
been presented as a people of great faith, indeed the very opposite. God is asking them 
now to trust in Him, rely on Him, follow Him and act on faith in Him. These are not 
moves that the people in the Exile are familiar with neither have the previous 
generations known all that much about them such that they are part of their heart, soul, 
mind and strength. They are much more practiced in rebellion, transgression of the Law, 
iniquity of willfully going their own way, and with sin. If we were looking for guides to the 
ways of God or to show us the way up a mountain, these would not be good people to 
ask for help. 
 
What the people were confronted with was the need to walk as the Servant walked, in 
trust and faith and obedience even in the face of suffering. The people needed to learn 
to lean wholly on their God, and to do this quickly. The fact was and is, that even in 
times and places where there is much knowledge about God, faith and trust in God is 
not always, one could say, not often, the result. I sometimes think that it is like a football 
match. There are 22 people who play the game, and 60,000 experts who watch but 
never kick the ball or venture to make a play. There are lots of us who are armchair 
anglers or soldiers or whatever our interest may be, who never actually get involved to 
such a degree that it makes a difference. It is one thing to know about Christ, but 



another to believe in Him. It is one thing to believe in Christ, but another to leave all, 
take up our own cross and follow Him. Christ commands us to follow Him. The promises 
are for the obedient, not the observers. 
 
This is the position that was outworked in the Exile. Not all the people of Judah and 
Jerusalem, a remnant who had survived the invasion of the Babylonians, made it back. 
There was a remnant of a remnant who returned. These were the men and women of 
faith. These had hung onto God despite all that had happened and feared God and 
listened to the word of the servant, in this case, the true prophets of God. 
 
Verses 10 to ch51.3 deals with the people who responded to God, and warns and 
contrasts them with those who did not believe and act on faith. Can you see the crisis of 
the moment? People unversed in faith were being required to exercise a muscle they 
didn’t know existed! That is why so few made it back. Jesus told parables about this. 
The sower and the soil, the heart condition of people. He spoke of many being called, 
but few chosen. He told the parable of the wise and foolish virgins. Some got into the 
marriage feast, the foolish ones were not prepared and they were shut out. These are 
some of the hard sayings of Jesus that John tells us caused many erstwhile followers to 
fall away. These are uncomfortable sayings and are hard to interpret. The best action is 
to spend less time trying to explain them away and more time ensuring that they don’t 
apply to us. We should seek to ensure that our hearts are good soil, pliable and open to 
God. We should strive to be prepared for the coming of the bridegroom like the wise 
virgins. This means being prepared to trust and obey even if the promise seems long in 
coming or the prayer seems to be long delayed, and keeping awake and expectant. It 
means making our calling sure as 2 Peter 1.10 tells us, growing and adding virtues to 
our faith.   
 
The people in Exile had been told to leave, and these verses are an encouragement to 
do so and a warning to those who want to continue to live by their own wits. Looking on 
as observers of the history of Israel, it seems utter foolishness that the people did not 
consider what had happened to them over the years and come to the conclusion that 
whatever they did had not worked. Why did they keep on doing the same things that 
had never worked but only took them deeper into trouble? This is where the desperate 
state of a fallen humanity comes in. The lie was sown in the hearts of Adam and Eve 
that God was keeping something from them, so they went after it themselves to their 
utter ruin. That lie has become so deeply fixed in the human heart and mind, the lie that 
tells us we are to be in control of our own lives and are self-sufficient. We are not self-
sufficient. We are all heading to a day of death, delayed by medicine, but inevitable at 
some point. Why are we so foolish to be alienated from the One who gives life and 
desires to give eternal life? It just does not make sense, but in the cut and thrust of daily 
life, the issue is less easy to see. 
 
The Exiles are being told to step out of the Babylonian captivity with faith in God, a faith 
that few had ever walked in. They were being told to leave a situation that was alien to 
their true identity. They were being told to leave a strange land and return to their true 
home. However this strange land had become familiar to the vast majority of them, and 



the home land had become a strange and unknown place to them. This is referred to in 
the New Testament as being in love with the world while heaven is the true home. All of 
us know how real the world is to us and how distant an unseen the heavenly world is 
except to faith which enlightens our spiritual sight.  
 
Let me give you another example. Have you ever noticed how proudly the citizens of 
different nations speak of their Irish or Scottish connections? Have you ever seen them 
visit back to the land of their forebears? They just don’t fit in because the old home land 
is totally different to what they had been brought up in. So it was with the exiles. Exile 
seemed like home, and home would feel like exile. What a sorry predicament to be in. 
However that is the nature of faith, it brings us onto home territory, but it seems a 
strange and alien place. 
 
The people who return are a people who venture out in faith in God, comforted and 
encouraged by His promises, His word. It is faith in God, not faith in faith or faith in 
feeling, or a faith that will hold while all is going well, but a faith in God in the rough and 
the smooth paths of their pilgrimage back to the Land promised to Abraham. 
 
Verses 10 – 11 gives us what is required of the people and a dire warning to those who 
choose a different way. It is an invitation to go on pilgrimage from exile to their home led 
by and in the company and promise of God. Christians are on the same pilgrimage to 
heaven and the journey on earth may at times be very rough, but the promise remains, 
the Lord will not forsake us but will guide us through. 
 
Verse 10 is in fact a wonderful and terrible challenge and command. For those who fear 
the Lord, for those who reverence the Word, for those who have even small faith, they 
are to walk in the path, the Word commanded and promised, even if it does not seem to 
make sense or even if it seems impossible. What do we do when the lights go out? We 
usually stop and start groping about to get our bearings. If we were walking on a straight 
path and suddenly the lights went out, we could keep walking knowing that the path was 
straight. It would probably not be a comfortable walk because we would be imagining 
the path suddenly bending and the possibility of falling off an unseen precipice. 
However to keep walking straight on a straight path, even in the dark, would be the safe 
thing to do if we wanted to complete the journey. This is a parable of faith, walking in 
God’s way even when the path is dark. 
 
The hymn writers have a lot to say about this. Let me give you a few examples. Firstly 
from Madam Guyon.  
 

‘This faith in the dark 
Pursuing its mark 

Through many sharp trials of Love, 
Is the sorrowful waste, 
Which is to be pass’d 

In the way to the Canaan above.’ 
 



This is from Charles Wesley. 
‘Though natures strength decay, 

And earth and hell withstand, 
To Canaan’s bounds I urge my way, 

At His command. 
The watery deep I pass, 
With Jesus in my view; 

And through the howling wilderness 
My way pursue.’ 

 
John Newton has great insight about walking by faith in the dark, when all our feelings 
are in turmoil and we want to do something which is under our control and familiar. 
 

‘His call we obey 
Like Abram of old, 

Not knowing our way; 
But faith makes us bold: 

For though we are strangers, 
We have a good Guide; 
And trust in all dangers: 
“The Lord will provide.” 

 
The whole two parts of Gerhart Ter Steegen’s hymn ‘Pilgrim Song’ is very relevant to 
this idea of a pilgrimage in darkness and faith. I quote just one stanza. 
 

‘Lo! Through the trackless midnight 
The fiery pillar leads, 

And onward goes the Shepherd  
Before the flock He feeds; 
Unquestioning, unfearing, 
The lambs may follow on, 

In quietness and confidence, 
Their eyes on Him alone.’ 

 
There are many more hymns that have something to say about setting out with God on 
a journey of faith where the path and the difficulties, and even the end are unknown, but 
I will limit myself to one more. This time from Spitta. 
 

‘Oh what will be the day when won at last 
The last long weary battle, we shall come 

To those eternal gates the King hath passed, 
Returning from our exile to our Home; 

When earth’s last dust is washed from off our feet; 
The last sweat from our brows is wiped away; 

The hopes that made our pilgrim journey sweet 
All met around us, realized that day!’ 



 
Unlike the exiles from Judah and Jerusalem, our return is not to an earthly city, but the 
heavenly one whose maker is God. Hebrews 11. 10. Can I ask you to read those verses 
again? Everything inside me tells me that these men and women who wrote those 
hymns knew what they were talking about. They knew what it was to be in the light and 
in the dark. They knew the struggle we have to believe and keep on the pilgrim path 
when everything seems to go dark. They knew what it is to stand steady and continue 
on when all they have is the naked word of God. Things are not going well, there are 
troubles, doubts, opposition and heartache, but still they continue on the path trusting 
that God has spoken, has called them to pilgrimage, and having promised He will 
conduct them safe home. 
 
Now comes the contrast with those who do not embark on this pilgrimage of faith, but 
who lean on their own understanding and try to see the path by other means than faith. 
They will lie down in torment. Sometimes we need to be in the dark. If you want a 
donkey to traverse a narrow path, if it is blindfolded, it will follow on with less fear. 
Sometimes God sends a darkness to make us keep walking straight and not be 
distracted by other things. Bunyan has his passage about Vanity Fair in Pilgrims 
Progress. Perhaps if Lot’s wife had been blindfolded, she would not have looked back? 
This is the only two ways to go, God’s way, darkness and all, or our own way. 
 
As an aside, God had experience of leading people to the Promised Land. He had done 
it before so was an expert guide. Why would we not want the services of someone who 
knows the way, yet the world and our hearts so often deceive us and we think we know 
better! Let me share something with you. I am still in the classroom learning that God 
knows the way, the time and the means best.  
 
We move into the first verses of chapter 51. I can almost hear each person who has 
faith still being troubled of mind. What if I am the only one going, what if we get lost, will 
God really take us through the wilderness, how will we do this when none of us know 
the way? The greatest challenge was that to act on faith did not instantly cause a map 
to appear in the sky or a google route to come up on an iPhone. Having set their faith to 
obey and return, they were no further on than this, they were going to return and trust 
God with naked faith. 
 
Verses 1-3 of chapter 51 are a further encouragement to the exiles, Think about 
Abraham. The history is found in Genesis 12. God told him to leave his home land and 
go to the land God would show him. Hebrews 11.8 tells us that Abraham obeyed by 
faith even though he had no idea where God was taking him, destination, route or any 
other matter. 
 
God tells the people to consider their forebear. He left as one man, but from this journey 
and destination a great people was to grow and become a nation in their own right. It 
does not matter if few act on faith and arise and go, God has made a nation of Abraham 
and given him children even though he was as good as dead! The message to be heard 
here is that this is the very sort of thing that God does to and for His people. He has 



done it before and He is indicating that He is about to do it again. All of these facts are 
to give the people the message that this is God’s way. It is God’s way to act and for us 
to exercise faith in the God who has done it before and will do it again if He so decrees. 
The faithfulness of God to Abraham is in view here, holiness and heaven are to be in 
our view. 
 
It is very helpful to consider the faithfulness of God to Abraham and to consider the 
outcome of his faith and to consider the hindrances he encountered on the way. It is 
even more sobering to think about the delay that lapsed between the promise being 
given and its fulfillment. The example of Abraham is a very sobering one. However, 
after we have considered the outcome of Abraham’s faith, we are to look on the quarry 
from which we are hewn and that quarry is Christ. In actual fact, the quarry Abraham 
was hewn from was also Christ. 
 
The source of Christian’s life is Christ Jesus. A potent summary of this can be found in 
Colossians 2.9-12. In this passage amongst other things we are told that we have been 
given fullness in Christ, the cutting off of our sinful nature, and raised with Him from 
death through His death. We have the Eternal Son of God as our rock, the rock who is 
the source of our life as Christians. 
 
There is an interesting thing that happens in verse three which is connected with verse 
2. Looking to Abraham as an example of sincere faith and Christ as the object of faith, 
we gain hope and assurance that God will comfort and carry us through the ‘howling 
wilderness.  Further, the wasteland that was viewed with such fear will become a 
garden. As in Psalm 23, God can prepare a table in the valleys and in the midst of 
enemies. Joy and gladness comes as we embark and pursue our pilgrimage. How 
different this is from the way unbelievers think. The dark path, the unknown path, the 
path of faith is the way to comfort, supply and joy! However, this comes as we plod 
along the road, and will come at God’s time, not ours. 
 
Apart from the historical interest in the Israelite people, what are we to make of all this? 
 
Just as not all the Israelites made the journey of faith, so in every generation, not all the 
Jews and Gentiles will believe. Those who believe and go on pilgrimage with God to 
holiness and heaven will often appear to be just a despised handful. At other times 
there may be a spate of grace and a revival will come that sweeps many to faith. Seek, 
strive, work, believe to be one of that remnant or of that many. Heaven is to be gained 
and hell fled from, and faith is the means by which we receive the gift of life in Christ. 
Ask, seek, knock until we have assurance that we are His and He is ours. Just because 
a man or a woman was a member of the tribe did not mean that he or she was one of 
those of faith. Church membership does not save us, being a minister or an elder does 
not save us, it is Christ alone, His blood shed for us, and our acceptance of Him into our 
lives and a ruthless obedience of faith, this is what matters. 
 
Consider the faith of Abraham. In faith and obedience he left the comfort and safety of 
his home and ventured all in faith on God’s promise. This could not have been a small 



thing for him to do, but it was faith that moved him to walk into the unknown with God. 
The Christian life is not predictable. Lots of things we never imagined may happen. God 
is the tour operator of our spiritual pilgrimage, not us. 
 
Lastly, the Christian life is a pilgrimage. The only way to get to our destination is to 
continue all the way. This means that we are to keep growing and going in this life. We 
are never to relax and take a sabbatical from this journey until God says so, and that will 
be as we pass into eternal life through death. We are meant to finish well, not doze 
ourselves to heaven. We may be slowing down on the outside, but the best way to age 
is to be speeding up on the inside!   
 
Today much of the Church is in a Babylonian captivity to the world, the flesh and the 
devil. It will take faith to get us to arise and return to our Father and our homeland. Most 
of what I hear is about our plans and schemes - be it ‘Radical Action Plans’ or great 
strategies for church planting, reforms and growth. None of that was mentioned in the 
great thing that God was doing at that time in the history of Israel. What was central was 
faith evidenced by obedience, and a launching out with God as our companion and 
guide into the unknown, but with a destination in mind. 
 
What is our ambition? I have been in movements that had as their hoped destination 
world significance, size, influence and so on, while all along Christ had given us the 
route in this life and our final destination. Our final destination is the presence of the 
Lord in Heaven. The route, the sometimes dark route, is to love the Lord our God with 
all our hearts, souls, minds and strength and our neighbors’ as ourselves, and to go and 
make disciples of all nations. That is the path that will be dark at times, will bring comfort 
at times and joy along the way. This is grown up work. This is the work of life. If our 
action plans and outlook do not begin with this loving of God with all our hearts, then all 
or works and efforts will be in vain, and may even be plain sinful. We will see that when 
we look at chapter 58. Holiness and obedience are at the heart of it all, and this will take 
all our time and energy to pursue.  
 
I finish with a last word from John Newton. 
 

‘Though dark be my way, since He is my Guide, 
‘Tis mine to obey, ‘tis His to provide: 

Though cisterns be broken and creatures all fail, 
The word He has spoken shall surely prevail.’  

 
 


